Here two herdsmen are shown with their cattle and horses. They are aloof from the events on the front, yet one of two girls standing at the right points out the scene to her companion and to us. Both of these girls wear reeds in their hair, and one of them has a jar from which water is flowing. They are nymphs.
holding flaming torches to light the sleeping youth, two others are apparently told off to watch over the waiting chariot. But they do not put their minds on it; the love story interests them far more. The horses are wild with impatience and strain upward in their zeal for the course through the sky that is their nightly round.
A girl in a high-girt dress, standing at the horses' heads with a whip in her hand, has seized the reins. She too is a divinity, for she is winged. Thus it is implied that the horses are well in hand, and yet their plunging gives excitement and contrast to the composition. An idyllic note is given by a seated herdsman on the left with his dog and herd, taking no part in the action but lending a pastoral air to the scene. The small figures under each lion head are also not actors in the love scene but provide a commentary on it. On the left Eros and Psyche embrace each other; on the right two Erotes are romping together.
The reliefs on the two ends and on the back complement the scene in the same spirit. On the left end we see the rising chariot of the Sun and under the horses the recumbent figure of Ocean. The Eros who flies ahead with a torch is the Morning Star. The corresponding place is taken on the right by the setting Moon in her chariot. Below her horses is the reclining figure of Earth, who appears also under the horses on the front, there holding a snake in her hand. Above, a small Eros with burning torch falls headlong downward (his wings are now broken off and missing). He is the setting Evening Star. The pastoral theme is continued on the back of the sarcophagus, which is decorated in low relief. Here two herdsmen are shown with their cattle and horses. They are aloof from the events on the front, yet one of two girls standing at the right points out the scene to her companion and to us. Both of these girls wear reeds in their hair, and one of them has a jar from which water is flowing. They are nymphs.
In the panels of the lid the small and more cursory scenes are similarly connected with the subject of the main relief. The mountain gods at the two ends hint further at the landscape setting. The panels adjacent to these are decorated each with a Season, Autumn on the left and Spring on the right, which belong to a familiar cycle. In recalling the recurrent seasonal changes of the year as nature renews itself, they add a further cosmological allusion to the life of the soul after death, indicated on the main relief by the presence of Sun and Moon, Earth and Modern prejudice has held that the period that produced this work lacked the vitality to oppose a new, creative spirit to the decline of classical forms. We have now read the testimony of this fine sarcophagus, which calls in several ways for a revaluation of the artistic and spiritual currents of these years. Portrait of the deceased Arria, from the lid of the sarcophagus, and a wooden medallion of the Empress Julia Domna and her family, formerly in Berlin. The similar hair styles serve to date the sarcophagus.
